calledfebrigo nostro. Culpepper translated this as 'fever frighter' (The Practice ofPhysick, 1657).
The second group fared better. The outcome was described in such terms as 'the patient was perfectly freed from fits (rigors).' The outcome of the first group wvas less specific. The phrase 'perfectly cured' was frequent. It must be remembered that the term 'cure' had a different meaning in the 17th century than now.
The improved treatment seems to have been due to the fever frighter. Support for this interpretation is found in the records of one patient who appears in both groups. Riviere treated him in September 1644 and reported him cured. In March 1645 a recurrence of his ague was treated with fever frighter. The outcome on this occasion was reported as 'he had no more fits.' A possible explanation for the success of the new treatment is that Riviere prescribed cinchona. We know from reports from one of his cases in 1638 that he had contacts in Rome. Probably he received the powder from there. Another point supporting cinchona is that Riviere reported a patient in the second group to have passed urine 'as black as ink'; this must be the first recorded case of blackwater fever.
For the same reasons as Talbor, Riviere kept secret the nature of his new remedy.
He explains his secrecy in an appendix to his 300 'observations.' He was contravening the conventional practice of the time. For example, the physicians of a distinguished personage whom he was summoned to Grenoble to treat criticized him for prescribing 'dangerous medication.' He successfully managed the patient's seven months' ague by giving two doses of fever frighter.
Review of Rivriere's accounts of treating patients with the ague in 1645 supports Keeble's conclusions that cinchona was used in the 1 640s in Europe. Riviere's cases would then be among the first to record the effects of this treatment. Recently, a modern 'techno-stick' has insidiously entered our culture. The lightweight aluminium and carbon tipped pointed version has evolved from the well tried and trusted Alpinist's staff which for centuries has been used on the steep alpine tracks and forest trails. As a young man I can recall repressing mirth at the sight of elderly men in leather shorts ascending a precipitous path aided not by one but by two sturdy wooden staves. It is only now with early metatarsal arthritis that I have learned the wisdom of this artificial quadripedism. Whilst the 'techno-stick' was originally a practical aid it is now a status symbol and a fashion item.
No doubt, future historians and archaeologists will speculate on the symbolism of the 'techno-stick'.
D J Spencer
Croft Lodge, Church Lane, Great Longstone, Derbyshire DE45 1TB, UK
Merkel cell tumour
Like Mr Bose (August 1 997JRSM, pp 439-42) we have had more than our expected share of this supposedly rare tumour. In fact, we have had three cases in less than one year in this 350-bed general hospital. We lack electron microscopy, but were able to confirm the diagnosis in all three cases by finding the distinct dot-like quality of cytokeratin positivity on immunostaining (Ackerman's Surgical Pathology, 1996 There is evidence that mankind's continuing quest for health and wholeness is spurring a 'paradigm shift' towards systems of medical care that extend into dimensions beyond the current biomedical model2. The increasing interest in complementary therapies and traditional systems of medicine world-wide is one of many indicative signs ofthis occurrence. Rather than confrontation, a dialogue in a spirit of tolerance, patience and a genuine desire for mutual understanding is required if Western science-based medicine is to retain its key place in emerging multi-dimensional health-care systems.
John M Grange
Imperial College School of Medicine, London SW3 6LY, UK
